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Why Game-Based Learning 
Did Not Achieve What 

It Could Achieve:
Challenges and Success Factors

ABSTRACT

This chapter investigates the reasons behind the attitude differences of professionals involved in Game-
Based Learning (GBL). Semi-structured interviews were conducted between October 2009 and March 
2010 with 11 Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) and 11 game experts in the UK. The interviews aimed to 
explain why the professionals’ attitudes were statistically significantly less positive when comparing 
what GBL could ideally achieve and what it usually achieves. The negative experience encountered by 
the interviewees is the key reason of the attitude differences. The accountability culture of UK education 
diminished SMEs’ confidence in GBL practice, and the condition was further impaired with the lack of 
good quality games. Time constraints, online security for minors, and teachers’ lack of understanding 
about games were also the challenges faced by the GBL practitioners. Meanwhile, 5 factors of positive 
GBL practice were identified in the study (i.e. flexibility, use of media-rich resources, positive attitude 
towards new teaching methods, trendy learning strategies, and maturation of GBL systems). Based on 
the positive and negative experiences shared by the interviewees, the chapter proposes a guideline for 
ideal GBL practice, which highlights how successful GBL practice could be replicated and how failed 
attempts could be avoided.
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INTRODUCTION

Game-Based Learning (GBL) is a young and 
growing field of study where academic and 
commercial researchers who study a similar 
topic might possess very different backgrounds, 
perspectives and agendas. Tan, Johnston-Wilder 
and Neill (2010) delineated GBL literature into 
academic research publications and game experts’ 
writings on creative productions in order to ex-
amine the implication of different perspectives in 
comprehending GBL issues. They highlighted that 
a positive attribute of games such as engagement 
could be seen as addiction by game experts in the 
game industry. Therefore, ignoring the differences 
in attitude and perception between academics 
and game experts could lead to ‘reinventing the 
wheel’. So for those who intend to study games, 
learning from researchers in both academia and 
the game industry is essential. The outcomes of 
research into clarifying the differences between 
academics and game experts could optimize their 
strength in GBL practice and game production 
while complementing each other. This idea was 
highlighted by Kiili (2005) when he emphasized 
the need for integrating educational theories and 
game design principles in order to create meaning-
ful and engaging educational games.

This paper is a sequel of an article titled 
“How do professionals’ attitudes differ between 
what game-based learning could ideally achieve 
and what is usually achieved.” Tan, Neill and 
Johnston-Wilder (2012) compared the results 
of two surveys conducted with 45 subject mat-
ter experts (SMEs) and 41 game experts in the 
UK, in which they examined the attitude and 
attitude differences of the participants towards 
teachers who use games in the classroom and 
studios that produced educational games. They 
discovered that the respondents’ attitudes were 
statistically significantly less positive—compar-
ing ideal conditions to usual practice—for the 
issues they studied. The SMEs were unaware of 
the problems faced by educational game studios, 
which Tan et al. (2012) claimed to be the cause 

of a scenario where games are made fun at the 
expense of learning outcomes or vice versa. In 
issues related to educational games, the SMEs 
were found to be certain only about aspects that 
relate directly to teaching and learning while the 
game experts were confident only for game design 
and development. The findings revealed through 
the surveys could shed light only on the issues of 
why the potential of GBL was not exploited well 
in usual practice. The reasons behind the attitude 
differences were left unanswered in the article, 
hence the origin of this paper—to explain why 
the attitudes of the SMEs and the game experts 
differed between what GBL could ideally achieve 
and what is usually achieved.

Subject Matter Experts 
and Game Experts

This chapter considers teachers in schools and 
academics in institution of higher education as 
SMEs in the contexts of GBL. The experts could 
be regarded as professionals with expertise in the 
field of education but usually without technical 
game production knowledge. In addition, they are 
the experts “who know about the subject matter 
required to be covered in the game and have ex-
perience of actually teaching it to students; who 
know what learning objectives are and what areas 
the students are likely to find difficult” (Whitton, 
2010, p. 139).

In contrast, game experts are professionals with 
expertise in the field of game production. They 
can be broadly classified based on the nature of 
games they produce, such as leisure games and 
serious games, and each of the game types can 
be further subdivided into other categories based 
on the contexts where the games are played for 
fun or used for serious purposes. The term “game 
experts” is chosen instead of “game practitioners” 
in GBL contexts because the notion of “practice” 
in game could be misunderstood as a form of game 
playing or game coaching activity (Tan, 2013), 
as opposed to game production.
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